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THE SOUTHWESTERN COWBOY SONGS AND THE
ENGLISH AND SCOTTISH POPULAR BALLADS
Several writersrecentlyhave found analogy between the conditionsattendingthe growthof cowboysongs in isolated communities in the Southwest,and the conditionsunder which arose the
English and Scottish popular ballads-those problematic pieces
which formso special a chapter in the historyof English poetry.
Mr. Lomax, the chief collectorof southwesternfolk songs,' notes,
when speaking of westerncommunities,how "illiteratepeople and
people cut offfromnewspapersand books, isolated and lonelythrown back on primal resources for entertainmentand for the
expression of emotion-utter themselves through somewhat the
of perhapsa thousame characterof songs as did theirforefathers
sand years ago." ProfessorBarrett Wendell2suggests that it is
possible to trace in this group of American ballads "the precise
manner in which songs and cycles of songs-obviously analogous
to those survivingfromolder and antique times-have come into
being. The facts which are still available concerningthe ballads
of our own Southwestare such as should go far to prove,or to disprove,many of the theoriesadvanced concerningthe laws of literature as evinced in the ballads of the Old World." Ex-President
Roosevelt affirmsin a personalletterto Mr. Lomax3that "there is
somethingvery curious in the reproductionhere on this new continentof essentiallythe conditionsof ballad-growthwhichobtained
in mediaeval England."
The parallel felt by these writersis worked out, with more
specificdetail and greaterdefiniteness,
by ProfessorW. W. Lawrence,
to
a
discussion
of
the ballads of Robin Hood:4
in a passage prefixed
These men,livingtogether
on the solitaryranchesof Texas,Arizona,
or New Mexico,have been accustomedto entertain
each otherafterthe
1 CowboySongs. Collected by John A. Lomax. New York, 1910. See also G. W.
Will, " Songs of Western Cowboys," Journal of American Folk-Lore,, XXII, XXVI.
2 Lomax, Cowboy Songs, Introduction.
s Ibid., Prefixed letter, dated from Cheyenne, 1910.
4 Medieval Story. New York, 1911.
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to
day's workis doneby singingsongs,someof whichhave beenfamiliar
themfromboyhood,othersof whichtheyhave actuallycomposedthemselves..... .These cowboyballadsare not the expression
of individuals
but of the wholecompanywhichlistensto them,and theyare,in a very
The authorcounts
realsense,theworkofothermenthantheauthor.....
and
fornothing,
it willbe observed;hisnameis generally
notremembered,
.
whathe inventsis as characteristic
of his comradesas of himself
Herewe haveliterature
indexofthesocialidealsofthe
whichis a perfect
whichmakesnopretense
literature
bodyofmenamongwhomitis composed,
to literary
formor to the disclosureof the emotionsof any one man as
of thepresent
fromhis fellows. Thereare fewcommunities
distinguished
as these
aims
and
which
united
in
common
are
as
sympathies
closely
day
for
the
few
hence
there
are
bandsofWestern
producopportunities
cowboys,
of universalemotionas are
tionof versewhichis as trulythe expression
thesesongs.
under
theconditions
almostperfectly
SuchWesternranchesreproduce
whichtheEnglishpopularballadswerecomposed...
It is obvious fromthese passages that theirwritersfinda real
parallel between the conditionsleading to the growthin our own
time, in certain homogeneouscommunitiesof the Southwest, of
fugitivefolk pieces like those gathered by Mr. Lomax, and the
conditionsresponsibleforthe rise in the Middle Ages of the traditional ballads of England and Scotland. For the student of both
folk-loreand literature,the parallel so clearly set forth in the
paragraphs last quoted has strong interest; and its possibilities
of instructivenessare warrantfor making it the basis for a brief
special examination. Whereindoes it hold ? How far is it to be
pushed? What, if anything,is indicatedconcerningthe Old World
pieces by theirNew World analogues? Of the two leading schools
of thoughtconcerningthe genesisof the Englishand Scottishballads,
that which may be designated the "Harvard school" emphasizes
the idea of real communal composition,as by a collectivevillage
and adheresto a definition
by originsforgenuinepopular
community,
ballads; that which may be called the English school' definesby
destination and style. For the mass of traditional English and
Scottish folk-balladsit findsnecessarythe hypothesisof a higher
G. G. Smith,
I See chiefly W. J. Courthope,
History of English Poetry, I (1895);
W. P. Ker, On the History of the Ballads, 1100-1500
The Transition Period, vi (1900);
to
Introduction
and T. F. Henderson,
Scottish Vernacular Literature (1898);
(1910);
and The Ballad in Literature (1912).
Scott's Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1902);
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origin than spontaneous popular collaboration. Which, if either,
of these schools may findsupport in the parallel under discussion;
if it be true,as ProfessorWendell suggests,that the facts concerning
westernsongs may "go far to prove,or to disprove,many of the
theoriesadvanced concerningthe laws of literatureas evinced in
the ballads of the Old World", in which direction,if either,is the
studentof English balladry led ?
Let us firstexamine, for the sake of the generalizationsto be
made, the subject-matterof the Americanpieces,and theirstyle.
A certainpercentageof the songsin the collectionof Mr. Lomax
are perhapsgenuinecowboypieces,approachedfromalmostanypoint
of view. Those which are most typical are related very closelyto
the life of the communitieswhich originatedand preservedthem.
Some of these,the editortells us, the singersthemselvescomposed.
There are songs dealingwiththe lifeof the ranch,of the trail,songs
of stampedes,of the barroom; but chieflytheydeal with cattle and
the cowboys who have them in charge. There are a few passing
referencesto their "bosses"; but songs relatingto these, or to the
ranch-owners,
songsof the lives of theiremployersand theirfamilies,
do not appear. A few preserve the style of the ultra-sentimental
or "flowery"periodof Americanverse,1withdoubtfullywesternized
setting,a feware ascribedto personalauthors,2and some are plainly
built on or out of well-knownsongs;3 but these are not wholly
typical. Of what may be termedthe real cowboypieces,the following verses,cited as representativeby ProfessorLawrence also, will
give a good idea:
I'm a rowdycowboyjustoffthestormy
plains,
saddlesand pullingbridlereins,
My tradeis girting
Oh,I can tipthelasso,it is withgraceful
ease;
I ropea streakoflightning,
and rideit whereI please.
My bossestheyall likeme,theysay I am hardto beat;
1"By Markentura's Flowery Marge," p. 224; or the story of Amanda and Young
Albon, p. 271.
2
"Night-Herding Song," p. 324; or "The Metis Song of the Buffalo Hunters,"
p. 72.
" The Cowboy's Dream"
(based on "My Bonnie Lies over the Ocean"), p. 18;
or "The Railroad Corral" (see Sir Walter Scott's "Bonny Dundee"), p. 318. "The
Little Old Sod Shanty on the Claim," p. 187, widely known in the Mid-West, is an
adaptation, it seems to the present writer,of the once very popular "The Little Old Log
Cabin in the Lane."
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I givethemtheboldstandoff,youbetI havegotthecheek.
I alwaysworkforwages,mypay I getin gold;
steeruntilI am too old.
I am boundto followthelonghorn
Ci yi yipyipyippe ya.
Comeall youjollycowboysthatfollowthebroncosteer,
I'll singto youa verseortwoyourspiritsforto cheer;
It's all abouta trip,a tripthatI did undergo
in Arizonaoh.
On thatcrookedtrailto Holbrook,
Bill drivthestagefromIndependence
Up to theSmokeyHill;
knowedhimthar
Andeverybody
As Independence
Bill,Tharwarn'tno felleron theroute
That drivwithhalftheskill.

As might be foreseen,though picturesque and often forceful,
these pieces are crude and nearlyformless,withoutliteraryquality
or individualtouch.' Also theytend to be songsratherthan ballads;
they are more likelyto expresscollectiveor individualfeelingthan
to be verse narratives. There is an establishedmanner,but it is
crude; real poetical quality they can hardlybe said to have. The
Stoffis relativelyunambitious and was found by the composers
close at hand. No doubt it is compositionsof this nature to which
may fairlybe ascribedthe communaloriginsuggestedby Mr. Lomax
and sketched out by ProfessorLawrence. These mightwell have
foundtheiroriginin the improvisationof a communityisolated and
homogeneous;and they well reflectthe life,the tastes,the themes,
and song modes,of those among whomtheyare current. To reiterate, they deal as a mass with the lifeand the interestsof the same
class of people that originatethem and sing them. And among
this class, it is temptingto add, the pieces so composed are likely
to die!
Suppose that we endeavor to distinguish,among the songs
collected by Mr. Lomax, those which have found widest diffusion
1 It is more than likely that even these compositions are built from well-known
songs, like those cited in the preceding footnote, i.e., are adaptations. Most of them
follow the model of stall ballads, or "Come all ye's," as they are sometimes designated.
Of course it would be only the framework,the suggestion that is so given; the rest would
be the work of some adapter, or, it may be, series of adapters.
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and greatest promise of permanence. They are not those which
may fairlybe thoughtto have originatedon southwesternranches,
but ratherthose whichmay fairlybe thoughtnot to have originated
there. Currencyand diffusion,a sort of permanence,have been
gained by a numberof the better pieces; but they are pieces not
peculiar to the cowboysor to the Southwest; theydeal ratherwith
outside life and topics. The very first,"0 bury me not on the
lone prairie,"or "The Dying Cowboy," despite its title,is no communal cowboy improvisation. It has been recovered from oral
tradition in Missouri, Kentucky, New England, Nebraska, and
elsewhere. It is built, as is well known,on a sea piece, accessible
in print,1"0 buryme not in the deep, deep sea." The songs "Jesse
James," "The Death of Garfield,""The Days of Forty-Nine,""The
Texas Rangers," "The Boston Burglar," and others have been
recoveredin many states of the Mid-West, East, and South.2 So
with "Young Charlotte," thoughtby Mr. Phillips Barry to have
been composed by a rural poet in Vermont,about two generations
ago.3 "The Dreary Black Hills," has been recoveredin Missouri,
Nebraska, Wyoming, and elsewhere. A version of "Mississippi
is in the possession
Girls,"localized to suit quite different
conditions,4
of the writer. For songs of the cowboy type quoted fromearlier
in this paper,a spontaneousoriginon the trail may be a probable
explanation,but not for those of the type enumeratedin the precedingsentences. The latterare morelikelyto have driftedto than
fromthe Southwest.5 But be that as it may,it seemsto be truethat
the group which has achieved currencyand permanencedid not
1A text appears in Fulton and Trueblood's Choice Readings, Boston, 1883; but the
ascription of authorship there is probably not to be trusted.
2 Additional instances are "Fuller and Warren," "Jerry, Go Ile That Car," "The
Cowboy's Lament," "Macaffie's Confession," "The Little Old Sod Shanty," "The
Wars of Germany," "Fannie Moore," "Betsy from Pike," "Rosin the Bow."
3 "Native
Balladry in America," Journal of American Folk-Lore, XXII, 365-73.
4 The Old World ballad " The Two Brothers" (Child, 49), in a version in the possession of the writer--otherwise pretty faithful as regards narrative-seems from the
surprising "way out in Idaho" of its last line to be well on its way toward becoming a
western piece. A version of "Lord Randal" (Child, 12) recovered from railway camps
in Colorado, under the name "Johnny Randall," has already become such. See Modern
Language Notes, January, 1902.
5 The cowboys wandered into the Southwest from diverse regions and
varying
cultural conditions; they must have brought with them differingconceptions and models
of verse, sung to diverse tunes. Mainly, however, their models would be of the stall or
street ballad type.
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concernitselfwiththe local and the special in cowboylife,but with
the general, i.e., with widely known and interestingevents and
persons. Some, like the ballads of JesseJames and Cole Younger,
or of the death of Garfield,have or had a sortof nation-wideinterest.
Others have some strikinginterestof situationor climax, or have
more sustained and "artistic" execution,as "Young Charlotte";
or theywere perhapsfloatedinto diffusion
by special tunefulness.
are
or
ballads
or
improvised
Surelysongs,
proper, both, frequently
even now in remoteor isolated homogeneouscommunities,as they
were in greaterdegreein the past; but it does not seem that these
are the pieces most likely to persistand to findpermanenttransmission. Behind these spontaneous and inevitablycrude compositions there is too little klan; not enough quality, poetic style,
"art," tunefulnessperhaps,not enoughuniversalityof appeal.' It
takes pressure,strongimpetus,to "float" a piece into real transmissionand diffusion. Even among the Texas coWboys,it is not
their communalor improvised"dogie" songs which are likely to
persist nearly intact among them for many decades. These rise
and die, impermanentand fluctuatingby nature. The better
chance forlifewill be had by pieces like "Jesse James,"or "Young
Charlotte," too regularof rhymeand meter and too symmetrical
of structure,though communalby preservationor destination,to
be of communalorigin. More likelyyet,compositionsofthe character of "After the Ball," "There'll Be a Hot Time," "Juanita," or
"Lorena," now belongingto folk-songthough not originatingas
such,will lingeramong the cowboyslong aftertheirlocal improvisations have perished. The purpose in this paper is not to risk prediction,however,but merelyto examineand contrast; and to this
it is timeto return.
What now of the generalnatureof the subject-matterand style,
as relatedto the folkand theirinterests,of the Englishand Scottish
traditionalballads? We have seen that the songs originatedby
the cowboys deal with the life nearest them and are couched in
the rude and nearlyformlessstylemost to be expected. They deal
1 Some songs of spontaneous local composition on Wyoming ranches are in the
possession of the writer, and some of similar composition brought by emigrants from
mining communities at Newcastle, England. All are crude in form, and show the same
commonplaceness and lack of poetical quality as the cowboy pieces.

200

COWBOY SONGS AND POPULAR BALLADS

7

withthe lives and the interestsof the people among whomtheyarose
and by whomtheywerepreserved. In the manydiscussionsregarding the authorshipof the Old World ballads, the relation of the
themesof the songsto the singershas had curiouslylittleemphasis.'
Yet the subject-matterof the English and Scottishpopular ballads,
viewed as evidence concerningthe nature of their origin,deserves
fromcriticsnot incidentaltreatmentas a side issue, but to be faced
clearlyas a main one.
Undoubtedlythe shepherds,or knitters,or weavers,the "humble
people" of mediaeval communalconditions,paralleled by those on
westernranches,originatedpieces of theirown; as, accordingto the
testimonyof Mr. Lomax, the westerncowboysoccasionallydo. A
likingforor the giftof song may surelynot be denied them. Of
what would these songs treat? Would they not be most likely
to deal with matters belongingto daily life; to reflectthe tastes,
civilization,characters,paralleled, say, by "Bill" or the "dogie"
songs of the cowboy pieces? Would they not be genuinely,as
regardsboth material and style,the "homely traditionalsongs of
simple people," i.e., be the mediaeval counterpartsof the crude
pieces for which modem communal originmay be affirmed? Perhaps, too, they would more probably be songs than ballads, be
lyricratherthan narrative; thoughon this nothingspecial hinges.
1 The matter is dismissed (in a note) in Professor Gummere's Old English Ballads
(Introd., p. xxvii) with the sentence: "This homogeneous character of a ballad-making
folk, by the way, is quite enough to explain the high rank of most personages in the
ballads-princes, knights, and so on." But difference between the life and interests
of the hall and of the village or rural throng was very marked in the Middle Ages. This
class cleavage is reflected in Froissart. Chaucer realized it when he placed knightly
matter in the mouths of his aristocratic pilgrims and bourgeois matter in the mouths
of those of lower class. In The Popular Ballad, Professor Gummere, while treating many
matters minutely, contributes on this topic only (p. 309): "The favorite characters
of the old ballad of communal tradition are the knight and the lady, wife or maid, who
were in the focus of communal view and represented the fairly homogeneous life of that
day." As if, for example, the "poor folk in cots" of Piers Plowman, or other humble
people, were responsible for the referencesin balladry to bowers and falcons and knightly
life, while artisans, peasants, husbandman, common soldiers, they mention not at all ?
Only in The Beginnings of Poetry,a book not primarily treating the English and Scottish
popular ballads, is Professor Gummere (pp. 178 if.) much concerned with the characters
and the material of these ballads. Here there is insistence again on homogeneous
conditions, the "ballad community." He is content, by specific statement, with purely
communal origin for the aristocratic "Edward," "The Two Brothers," and "Babylon."
How far is the hypothesis of the homogeneous character of the mediaeval community historically tenable ? Cowboy society is much more homogeneous, tested by its
poetry and by the general character of the life reflected,than was the mediaeval society
which fostered the English and Scottish popular ballads.
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Yet folk-lifeand folk-themesare the one subject with which the
English and Scottish traditional ballads do not deal. In direct
contrastwithour westernpieces,the kindofpeople whoare supposed
to have preservedthem are the very people who do not appear in
them; much as thoughthe cowboyssang never of themselvesbut
only of theiremployers,or of those above them in the social scale.
The subject-matterof the Old World pieces is aristocratic,whether
military,or riddling; thisis true,largely,
theybe romantic-domestic,
even forthe "greenwood" pieces. The Englishand Scottishballads
are well-wroughtpoetical tales, not crude songs,and theytreatnot
of humblefolk at all, but of kings,princesses,knights,harpers,of
Lord Randal, King Estmere, Sir Patrick Spens, Young Hunting,
Child Waters, Young Beichan, the Douglas and the Percy. This
is true not only of a few special ballads but of the overwhelming
mass, by numerical calculation. The half-dozenor so in which
a smith,a butler,are exceptional.
appear a mason,a ship-carpenter,
The ballads are as aristocraticin their material as the metrical
romances,or as mediaeval literaturein general. They have a distinctivestyle,too, and real poetical quality,blurredby the manner
of theirpreservation;a quality that improvisedpieces, unlessadaptations, do not show. The folk preserved them, but did they
originate them? Somewhere,as said earlier, behind the theme,
story,or melody of the ballad which is to findperpetuation,there
must be more than ordinaryimpetus; widespreadinterestsuch as
that centeringabout outlaws like Jesse James or Robin Hood; in
battles like those between the Texas Rangers and the Indians, or
those of the Scottish Border; in national characterslike Garfield,
or like the Percy and the Douglas. The pieces that stand out as
of betterexecutionor morestrikingcharacterare those that persist.
would not
Improvised origin at some homogeneousfolk-gathering
typicallyaffordthe elan to bringoutside currency. In the ballads
collected by ProfessorChild, those which are nearest to folk life
and to folk style,as paralleled by the westernpieces, those which
might most plausibly have had the type of origin sketched by
ProfessorKittredgefor "The Hangman's Tree,"' are those farthest

1

Introduction to English and Scottish Popular Ballads, pp. xxv-xxviii. Professor
C. Alphonso Smith, "The Negro and the Ballad," in the University of West Virgini
Alumni Bulletin, January, 1913, suggests as an example of modern communal compo

202

COWBOY SONGS AND POPULAR BALLADS

9

fromthe "good" type establishedby pieces dealingwitharistocratic
themes.
The ballad last cited, "The Hangman's Tree," is selected as
typical to illustrate the probable manner of compositionof the
English and Scottish ballads, by both ProfessorKittredge,' who
bases his argument on an Americanized version, and Professor
Gummere.2 On the other hand, Mr. T. F. Henderson3urges of
this piece that it is far froma typical instance in that all ballads
are not fashionedon the model of this; nor are they by any means
so simple in plot or so inevitablein structureand diction. It may
be added here that in point of charactersthe ballad in question is
exceptional also. It is nearly the only piece in the collectionin
which the main characters,at least in the older versions,do not
have perforceto be interpretedas people of rank. The versions
that we have of "The Hangman's Tree" are neutral; they do not
specify. Possiblythenthisparticularballad mightaffordan instance
of humblepeople improvisingabout themselves,not choosingsome
theme more germaneto the harperand the castle hall than to the
cottage and the village throng. Yet it is as likely,or likelier,that
the ballad as we have it has descendedfromone of definitelyhigher
life; much as "Lord Randal" evolved into the "JohnnyRandall"
of a Colorado railway camp, or "The Two Brothers,"Sir Johnand
Sir Willie,of the Scottishballad,4became merely"Two LittleBoys"
in their New World home. To finda piece which mightplausibly
illustratethe unanimous village throngcollaboratingon a suitable
theme,a compositionwas chosen which instead of being representative was nearlythe only one of its kind to be foundby canvassing
the whole group.
sition certain negro revival hymns and plantation melodies. "If one will attend a
negro revival in the country or suburban districts of the South he can see and hear this
process of communal composition, about which so much has been written and surmised."
The illustrations cited by Professor Smith are simpler than "The Hangman's Tree."
They are songs, not poetical narratives, and they deal with the familiar revival material
of the negroes. In general nature, in suitability to the composers and to the occasion,
they are much what might be foreseen.
1 Introduction to English and Scottish Popular Ballads (1904), p. xxv.
2 The Popular Ballad (1907), p. 101; also the Nation, August 29, 1907; also Democracy and Poetry (1911), p. 193.
3 The Ballad in Literature (1912), pp. 72-79.
4 See note 4 supra, p. 198.
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We are told that "the ballad genesis is more plainly proved
for the Faroes than for any other modern people."' But those
originatedby the Faroe Islanders, when they improvisedballads,
seem to be wholly of the expected character and general style.
Witness the narrative cited by ProfessorGummereof the Faroe
fishermanand his boat,2 or the folk tale of the girl carriedoffby
Frisian pirates.3 Clearly,like the southwesterncowboys,the Faroe
Islanders improvisedconcerningthe events nearest them, and in
equally crude style,no doubt. Nor is it proved of these pieces so
created that they gained much currency.4 The best ballads from
the Faroes are derivedadmittedlyfromIcelandic literarytradition.
or girlscarriedoffby pirates but of the
They tell not of fishermen
deeds of Sigurd. They are pieces of high descent. Similarlywith
the songs of more contemporarycommunal creation in modern
Europe broughttogetherwith painstakingeruditionby Professor
Gummere.5 The pieces improvisedconcernthe singersthemselves,
theirown lives and daily work. They are songsratherthan ballads,
nor is there evidence that they ultimatelydeveloped into more
elaborateform,or attained higherpoetical quality; nor that they
gained much diffusion. Like the Faroe pieces, they are on a par
with the improvisedcowboy songs rather than with the English
and Scottish popular ballads. The soldiers who took part in the
Battle of Otterbourne
may have made theirown songsofthat battle,6
but theirsongswould have had littlechance to endure beside those
made by the minstrelswho are urgedto "play up foryourwarison,"7
or those fromsome yet highersource. Once a good one was made,
expressing"the mind and heart of the people," much, say, as did
1 Gummere, The Popular Ballad (1907), p. 69. His position is, specifically, that the
popular ballad arises from communal beginnings, such as those found among the Faroe
Islanders, followed by an "epic development." When, where, or from whom the latter
comes, he cannot, or does not, clearly set forth.
2Ibid., p. 24.
Ibid., pp. 109, 150, etc.
4 Accessible in H. Thuren's Folke Sangen paa Fwerrne (1908). Mr. Henderson
remarks of the Faroe fisher ballads that "they are very woeful specimens of verse, of
interest only from their touching and almost childish naivete; and they are not sung to
native melodies of ancient fisher tradition or of new fisher improvisation but to lugubrious tunes borrowed, according to Thuren, from Protestant Psalmody."--The Ballad
in Literature,p. 88.
5The Beginnings of Poetry (1901), pp. 202 ff.
6 Gummere, The Popular Ballad, p. 265, but see also his admission, p. 260, of minstrel
part in the ballad as we have it.
7 Stanza 43.
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the "Marseillaise," "John Brown's Body," "Marching through
Georgia," or "Auld Lang Syne," (does it mattermuch to thosewho
sing these pieces who originallycomposed them?), public interest
in, and memoryof,the eventand thesongwouldfurnishthenecessary
impetusfordiffusion. From thispointof view,ifsongsofthe Faroe
fisherfolk,or of the toilingvillage throngsof modem Europe, or of
the Texas cowboys, throw light on the manner of origin of the
English and Scottishpopular ballads, theypoint to a genesisforthe
latterof some much higherkind.
Nor, if the parallel of the westernpieces be still followedout,
is the style of expressionof the English and Scottishballads a style
which we should expect to findshepherdsor plowmenor weavers,
"spinstersand knittersin the sun," evolvingfromcrude collaboration. The older the version,the nearer to the originalform,the
betteris the stylelikelyto be. The latter,like the subject-matter,
bears the hall mark of a high descent. In the oldest pieces, as
"The Battle of Otterbourne,"there are phrases and alliterative
formulaerecallingthat fixedpoetic vocabularynot used in ordinary
speech (bern,freke,byrd,etc.) which Dr. Bradley remindsus was
characteristicof a group of professionalpoets about the middle of
the fourteenthcentury.' The dictionof the older ballads preserves
manyofthe stereotypedalliterativephrasesofthemetricalromances.
To the presentwriter,anothermannerismof ballad expressionseems
well worthyof attention,in the search for stable testimonyas to
origins.2 The likingfor "shifted" or " wrenched" accent (Douglds,
Lond6n, forest)is familiar to all students of traditional English
balladry. For explanationof this it would seem clear that we have
to proceed from French loan words, preservingfor a while their
finalaccent (certdyne,
countrte,
pite,menye,chamber),withoccasional
transferof this accentuation,throughconfusion,to native words
having properlyinitial accent3 (ladie, daughter,mornnyge,
les'nge.)
1 The Cambridge History of English Literature,I, chap. xix.

2 Even Professor
Gummereis troubledby the thoughtof an aristocraticoriginfor
the ballad stanza, derivedalmostcertainly,it was long believed,fromthe classicalseptenarius(Old EnglishBallads,xxx,note3); but the wholesubject of the genesisof the
ballad stanza is too dark for very safe inferenceto be drawntherefrom.See Saintsbury, Historyof EnglishProsody(1906), for a recent discussionof the originof the
ballad measure.
3 Some prosodistsmighthold that these "wrenchedaccents" are onlyinstancesof
"pitch accent," and derive them fromOld English. Othersmay feel that they are
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The wordsso stressedwere prominentwordsin the line, were often
rhymewords,the most stable wordsin the stanza; hence the usage
establisheditselfas traditionaland remained a persistentfeature
of ballad diction. But the origin of the practice is surely to be
foundinaristocraticFrench,not in thevernacularinitialaccent ofthe
folk. The traditionwas morelikelyto emergefromthe rhymemodes
of the higherclasses, or froma professionalsingingfraternity,
than
fromhumble "spinstersand knittersin the sun." To judge from
the characterof the storiesnarratedand the lifereflected,perhaps
fromthe generalnatureof the ballad stanza, and of the expression,
the English and Scottish pieces may well have been favored and
fosteredby the upper classes, as they almost certainlywere in
Denmark. They mightwell have been sung in the halls of castles
or in the marketplace with harp accompanimentby accomplished
minstrels.'
The parallel suggestedby the writersquoted at the openingis
as interestingas they promised; although conclusionsfromit, if
they are to be made at all, are not to be made hurriedly. It is
clear, however,that the better analogy for the Old World pieces
is affordednot by those created by the cowboys themselvesbut
by those which have driftedamong them and found preservation
there.2 On the whole,ifeitherof the two leadingschoolsof thought
merely crudenesses, made possible by the fact that the ballads were sung not read. But
the final accent is too clearly marked, and is used too definitelyand too frequently, at
least in the earlier pieces, to be explained as something merely casual or fortuitous.
1 The ministrel of the pre-modern era, that conspicuous figure of the mediaeval
world, was a very differentfigure from the minstrel of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, "ruled out of court" by Professor Kittredge. The latter says: "There is no
reason whatever for believing that the state of things between 1300 and 1600 was different
[as regards minstrel transmission of ballads] fromthat between 1600 and 1800--and there
are many reasons for believing that it was not different" (Introd. to English and Scottish
Popular Ballads, p. xxiii). But the change from feudal to modern conditions, and
especially the introduction of printing, would be quite enough to bring differencein the
standing of minstrelsy and in the character of its song.
For the best account of mediaeval minstrels, the higher and the lower orders, the
wide scope of their singing, their fondness for dialogue, and the like, see E. K. Chambers,
The Mediaeval Stage, (1903), I, chaps. iii and iv.
2 It should not much longer be reiterated, at least without careful definition and
restriction to a certain type, that the making of popular ballads is a "closed account."
Already there has accumulated in outlying regions a considerable body of American
ballads, somehow findingdiffusionamong the people and preserved in many communities by oral tradition. For a general survey of these, see H. M. Belden, "Balladry in
America," in the Journal of American Folk-Lore, January-March 1912, and the bibliographical references there. The style of these American pieces is not that of the
English and Scottish popular ballads; but that is no more to be expected than that

206

COWBOY SONGS AND POPULAR BALLADS

13

regardingthe origin of the English and Scottish ballads may be
said to find support in the testimonyof the latter's New World
analogues, it is not that school whichdefinesby originin folkcomposition,but that whichpresupposesa higherdescent,and definesby
styleand by destination. In the case of the New World pieces, we
are dealing with genuine "humble poetryof simple folk"; in the
case of the Englishand Scottishpopular ballads we are dealingwith
poetry of aristocraticmaterial, having traces blurred by time of
an aristocraticmanner. Working from both subject-matterand
style,it would seem that among the cowboysof the Southwestare
reproducednot the conditionswhichcreatedthe Englishand Scottish
popular ballads but rather,it may be, some of the conditionswhich
preservedthem.
LOUISE POUND

UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA

modern book poetry should continue the style of mediaeval book poetry. Surely it
should not be said much longer that folk-ballads or traditional ballads, "popular "
ballads in the usual sense of that term, are no longer living things; that real folk-ballads
are practically extinct. The distinction between "popular," "pure," or "genuine"
ballads and "vulgar" ballads, the former ballad type the product of the people in a
special sense, under social conditions no longer existing in England or America, the only
type of ballad to be claimed for folk-lore, and a type now obsolete; the latter or socalled "vulgar" ballad type written for the people, a low form of "literature" in the
usual notation of that term, and not belonging to folk-lore--this distinction, so long
insisted upon and held to be of such importance, serving for many as basic in ballad
classification, is probably not sound; at least not in so far as it is based on origin rather
than style. It would seem that there need be no differencebetween the kinds in origin;
that one kind does not belong to folk-loreto the exclusion of the other; also that neither,
despite the special pleading of Professor Gummere, need represent or be a direct continuant of primitive poetry.
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